Ironically, now that health, longevity, and standard of living in Western countries are far better for most people than ever before, it seems to be getting more common to react to personal tragedy or loss not with sadness so much as with anger. Virginia Ironside, a well-known journalist and agony aunt (who describes herself as someone who is generally 'either all to pieces or totally in control'), has had to endure an apparently very severe and complex grief reaction since her 79-year-old father died. She doesn't blame anyone for his death, but afterwards is 'bursting with rage' furious at his 'treachery in abandoning her' and so angry with the advice in some books about bereavement that their covers 'bear her enraged bite-marks'. The bitter quotation marks around the title of her book 'You'll get over it' are reinforced by the anger of the subtitle The Rage of Bereavement1.
Probably the publishers see rage, perhaps especially female rage, as a popular and marketable commodity.
In her tirade Virginia Ironside says that most of those who advise about grief are detached, patronizing and dishonest. It is even said at one point that professionals who offer any hope as to how long intense misery may last 'are lying'. Though it may do little to shield me from a similar tongue-lashing, I might perhaps add at this point something that I've not mentioned before when writing as a doctor on bereavement, since it seemed somewhat unprofessional to do so. More than ten years ago acute leukaemia suddenly ended my very happy marriage. I was no stranger to grief, my father having died when I was 15, but this was fifty times worse. Apart from the inevitable emotional pain and desolation for many months (but little or none of Virginia Ironside's anger) there was a strange feeling of unreality that persisted for a full five years. Enough said, but perhaps I will now appear less 'detached'.
As a matter of fact, doctors emerge surprisingly unscathed from the general mayhem (but nor are they given credit for helping anybody to cope with their grief), whereas the clergy are thoroughly mocked. Death is nothing at all a short prose poem by Canon Henry Scott Holland that many (whether believers or not) find moving and helpful-is castigated as 'a famous piece of nonsense'. This in spite of the fact that it was voted by readers of her column the most comforting thing they knew. And All in the end is harvest is called a 'dreadful title' for an anthology for the bereaved. Dreadful? It comes from a fine poem by Edith Sitwell and it certainly helped me.
Consistent she is not. That grief can be in any way an enriching experience is called 'utter nonsense', yet on the very next page very similar sentiments are quoted with apparent approval. She rages against funerals, but also says that they are usually better than nothing. She is comforted by a letter she receives after her father's death saying, 'we share the mystery of his passing'. And was helped when a bereavement counsellor ended his message to her with, 'you will find a new strength, a new peace and a new happiness, but it takes a little time'. Yet these are exactly the sort of comments that in other parts of her book she tears to shreds, implying that they signify nothing and merely provoke anger.
In a comment on the cover, Anthony Clare calls the book honest. So it is, but the snag is that Virginia Ironside's honesty too often runs amok. And when it comes to offering anything useful or positive, she is so boxed in by her rage against other advisers, giving similar advice, that she scarcely knows what to say. 'I hope this is a book that tells the truth about bereavement,' she writes almost as if she is the first person ever to reveal it. But sadly it has to be said that not only is her 'truth' unduly soured by rage and bitterness, it adds little to what has been said before by others.
There are at least a few calm and wise statements. For example, it is noted (as all sensitive doctors soon discover) that the very same remark that comforts one bereaved person will anger another. And suddenly it is admitted that 'not all feelings of grief and loss are simply anger turned inwards most painful feelings stem from real feelings of sadness'. Some comments of this kind sound like disclaimers added later.. Anticipatory grieving is sensibly discussed and there is a fine example of it, that I had forgotten, from the Bible. But many will jib at the idea of sometimes urging grieving children to show more sadness and fear than they seem to want to show. And are we to believe that it is really not uncommon for a person to attend a funeral wearing the dead person's clothes? And is it really true that many a widow or widower has succumbed to a comforting one night stand before the funeral?
Virginia Ironside's first reaction to bereavement was to read everything on the subject that she could lay her hands on, much as has become so common when women, after removal of a breast cancer, desperately read articles and books on the subject, often getting more and more confused. It is natural for her to quote from the writings of others who have reacted in the same way that she has. But is her sort of rage as common as she thinks? I doubt it. However, it may be that women of a similar generation and temperament, reacting to bereavement as she does, will like her approach and her style. And the book is worth reading for the many eloquent passages by other writers they are not all angry which at least give a good idea of the many and varied kinds of private hell that may or may not accompany bereavement.
She has a kind word for CS Lewis, whose account of his grief became the beautifully acted film Shadowlands. But when it turns out that he (like me) found that grief gave him a feeling akin to fear that was not fear, she will not allow it. He must have been afraid, she says. And adds that her own grief made her feel terrified.
Stages that the bereaved are told they will probably go through annoy her (me, too, to some extent) but perhaps all of us who criticize classifications of this kind are guilty of ignoring the fact that their authors usually stress variability.
Finally, it must be said that Virginia Ironside herself seems to recognize that her problem may be far more than just that of bereavement. 'Grief, she says at one point, 'was only a small part of the whole ghastly process'. Still very mixed up and unhappy three years after her elderly father died, she is now 'impatient to discover whether I have to live in this land of grief and rage and confusion for ever'. Let's hope not. Truly, let's hope not. She has suffered enough. -330-34650-4. London: Picador, 1995 Anthony Storr dedicated his most recent book, Feet of Clay: a Study of Gurus, to 'my friend and colleague Kay Redfield Jamison'. Storr's study led him to conclude that 'the dividing lines between sanity and mental illness have been drawn in the wrong place. The sane are madder than we think, the mad saner.' Jamison, who is a Professor of Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins Medical School, must be delighted by this dedication. Her book is an account of her own illness an autopathobiography. Her illness is manic depressive disorder. Now, you and I might reserve a place for manic depressive illness in our top ten list of chronic-but-not-usually-fatal dread diseases. Jamison takes a contrary view. Her illness has allowed her to '[feell more things, more deeply; [have] more experiences, more intensely.' It also seriously damaged her life. Her positive attitude is greatly to her credit. We can only imagine what such an illness would be like. Jamison knows first hand and, as she tells it, one cannot escape the suspicion that she has coped better than you or I would have done. She gives a fascinating account of the natural history of her mental illness. Doctors who care for patients with manic depressive disorder will relish the details that are peripheral to clinical care. What really goes on in the life and mind of the patient? How does the patient travel from the onset of illness to effective treatment? In Jamison's case, with great difficulty, resistance and delay. Who bales out the overspent hypomanic? Relatives. Who does the manic depressive befriend? Others of like mind. What institution can accommodate the career of a manic depressive person? That's an easy question a university.
From Jamison' s account we also learn that personality and drive, and not the disease, determine life's direction. And that without the support of friends and family she simply could not have survived. She has interesting comments to offer about lithium therapy, psychotherapy and the problem of how to tell people that one has psychiatric illness. And she offers an unapologetic account of the social problem of being a woman who is sometimes mad, angry and bad to know.
Another reviewer called this book a 'landmark in the history of writing about manic depressive illness.' Maybe so, but despite one's admiration for Jamison's achievements and survival the book itself is a frustrating read. She uses a simple linear narrative, but fails to provide the chronological details that secure the reader's place in a story. We usually know where Jamison was, but less often when or for how long. And the style of the book, written for a US readership, may be troublesome to UK readers. For example, Jamison describes her typist (a Mr Collins) as 'invariably accurate, reliable, pleasant, and intelligent.' Her literary agent is 'warm, lively, engaged, perceptive, supportive.' There is clearly a hierarchy to the adjectival excess Jamison employs throughout the book; her typist gets four adjectives, her literary agent five. Meanwhile, her nephews and niece are 'reflective, independent, thoughtful, droll, smart, and imaginative people.' That's six, but then they're family. Jamison's life has its tragic side, and her book needed a comic touch. She inserts a little humour of her own, but her adjectival sketches of the people 'in her life are unintentionally the funniest aspect of the book. She likes men, tall men. All the men she admires are described as 'tall'. Her psychiatrist, whom at one stage she sees several times a week, stands at six foot four inches. The loftiness of those she loves is a charming running joke for the reader. When Jamison finally meets and marries her second husband the attentive reader will be shocked to note that although he is 'attractive' no mention is made of his height. Some mistake surely.
Jamison was (I think) born in 1946. She has lived through Kennedy and Cuba, the Vietnam era, Nixon and Watergate, not to mention the Apollo programme, number 13 included. In 224 pages she mentions almost nothing outside of her personal life, certainly none of the above. But surely these events touched her, troubled her, intrigued her. Or worse still passed her by because she was ill. She doesn't tell us. Above all she must have been personally affected by the plight of Senator Eagleton, Vice Presidential running mate to George McGovern, whose candidature collapsed after revelations that he had had ECT for depressive illness. (I'm backing him 110%, said McGovern initially. What
